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Equity in Education:

How to Help a Student Who is Being Abused
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Abstract

This paper discusses how to prevent a type of familial inequity.  More specifically, it discusses how to help the child who is being abused at home.  There are many types of abuse and it is the role of an educator to recognize what that looks like in a student.  Those types include physical abuse, emotional abuse, sexual abuse, and neglect.  A few causes of child abuse can include environmental conditions and societal attitudes as well as a variety of other factors.  Side effects of child abuse can include violence, suicide, and drug and alcohol abuse.  As a teacher, your role is also to report abuse when you recognize it.  In addition, when you know a student has had an abusive family or home-life in the past, there are various ways to prevent this from happening again.  Also, there are many techniques that you can apply in your classroom to promote a positive learning environment for a student who has been through an abusive situation.


The definition of equity, in education, refers to fairness.  Equity is not the same thing as equality.  Equity refers to the process while equality refers to the outcome in education.  Inequities can occur in a variety of ways and it is the job of an educator to make the classroom as fair as possible.  “Inequities occur when biased or unfair policies, programs, practices, or situations contribute to a lack of equality in educational performance, results, and outcomes.”   Types of inequities include societal, socioeconomic, cultural, familial, programmatic, staffing, instructional, assessment, and linguistic. This paper focuses mainly on how to address familial inequity in the classroom. Students can have a variety of disadvantages in the classroom due to certain personal or family circumstances.  Family inequities can sometimes include cultural and socioeconomic inequities as well.  For example, a student who comes from a poor family may not be able to have the same educational experiences  as a student who comes from a rich family.  However, the focus of this paper is on a student who comes from an abusive household.  This student most likely receives minimal support from his or her family which will result in them not being as successful in school.  There are a variety of ways that an educator can address this type of equity in his or her classroom.  ("Equity Definition")


The first question an educator may have is how to recognize if their student is being abused.  Abuse comes in many different forms.  They include physical abuse, emotional abuse, sexual abuse, and neglect.  First, you want to pay attention to just a few of the general indicators of abuse.  A few indicators are frequent absences, behavior problems, poor social skills, low self-esteem, clinging behavior, and intentional cruelty to other children.  “Identification is a key factor in the prevention and intervention of abuse and neglect.” ("The School's Role in the Intervention of Child Abuse and Neglect")  Next, there are some indicators to pay attention to if you believe that your student is being physically abused.  If the student is constantly showing up to school with unexplained bruises or welts, burns, fractures, and lacerations or abrasions, this is usually a sure sign that the student is being physically abused.  The behavioral indicators of physical abuse can be anywhere from being afraid to go home to being uncomfortable with physical touch.  Next, there are many indicators if your student is being emotionally abused.  If your students has lags in physical development or a speech disorder, there is a possibility that your student is being emotionally abused.  Emotional abuse also has its behavioral indicators which can be habit disorders such as sucking or rocking, conduct disorders such as defiant or antisocial, and self-mutilation or suicide attempts. In addition to emotional abuse, a student in your class could be suffering from sexual abuse.  A few things to pay attention to if you suspect sexual abuse would be torn, stained, or bloody underclothing, odor in genital area, frequent yeast infections,  and pregnancy.  Students who are being sexually abused have a hard time concentrating, are reluctant to undress for physical education or a nurse, and are seductive or have promiscuous behavior towards peers and adults.  Lastly, there are a few things to notice if you believe your student is a victim of neglect.  Examples of physical indicators include consistent hunger, poor hygiene, and unattended physical problems or medical needs.  A student dealing with neglect tends to beg or steal food, is constantly tired, and sometimes may even say that there is no caretaker at home.  Remember, the role of an educator is to report the suspected abuse or neglect.    An educator is not supposed to investigate it.  That job is left up to law enforcement and the Department of Human Services. ("The School's Role in the Intervention of Child Abuse and Neglect")


Another question an educator may have is what the causes and effects are for victims of abuse.  Often, abuse happens because the student’s caretaker confuses abuse with discipline.  “Discipline is a learning process designed to teach appropriate behaviors. Unlike discipline, abuse is not a learning process. It is designed to stop behavior through inflicting pain.”  ("The School's Role in the Intervention of Child Abuse and Neglect")  The student’s guardian could have unrealistic expectations for their child or does not have a support system to help out with parenting the child.  This causes the adult to act out in violence towards the child.  The adult could also have a history of alcohol or substance abuse or may suffer from mental abuse.  Whatever the cause, this is not the proper way to treat a child and this behavior can have negative effects on the child.  The effects can vary depending on the level of abuse or the child’s relationship with the perpetrator.  Those effects can include, but are not limited to, having developmental delays, having problems trusting others, drops in intelligence scores, and learning disabilities.  
 ("The School's Role in the Intervention of Child Abuse and Neglect")


Next, there are ways to help out students in your classroom who may have suffered from an abusive home-life.  One of the main duties as an educator is to promote a secure and stable learning environment.  First of all, realize that your student may be in a low-level state of fear.  This state of mind will most definitely be reflected in the student’s emotional, behavioral, and cognitive functioning.  Next, if a student opens up to you, don’t be afraid to talk to them about the event.  You can not expect the child to not think about the event and this may actually help the student.  Next, you want to make sure that you set a consistent and predictable schedule for the day.  Make sure the child knows the activities and what you expect of them.  In addition, clearly state the rules and the consequences.  ("Principles of Working with Traumatized Children")  Be sure not to treat them any differently than how you treat the rest of the class.  If you do and other students notice then you haven’t maintained the student’s privacy.  A big fear of a student who has suffered from abuse is that their peers will find out about the abuse.  Create a classroom where the students feel like they belong.  Students who suffer from abuse long for acceptance and the need to feel included.  One way to do this is to sit the specific student with other students who display caring and supportive personality traits.  A teacher could also “ look for opportunities to incorporate specific self-esteem activities and positive learning strategies within your daily program. Activities which include concepts of cooperative learning, peer support and cross age tutoring can be useful.” ("Helping the abused student in the classroom")  Another suggestion is to give positive feedback so you can assist in developing their identity in a positive way.  Some examples could be ‘You are always on time’ or ‘You try hard to solve difficult problems.’  Lastly, the most important thing you can do as an educator is to model what a proper relationship looks like.  More specifically, model what a child/adult relationship should look like.  To do this, you should establish behavioral boundaries and be consistent with those boundaries.  The reason this one is most important is because they most likely don’t know what that looks like and you have an opportunity, as their teacher, to show them.  ("Helping the abused student in the classroom")


In addition to recognizing and reporting abuse, your school can also implement many programs at school to prevent child abuse and neglect.  First of all, a school can start a school-based program for adolescents.  In those programs, you want to be sure to introduce  many prevention activities.  Be sure to include life skills training, social skills training, problem-solving skills training, preparation for parenthood, and also include self-protection training.  A school can also begin a program specifically for families.  This program can help at-risk families and provide support for those families.  This way the children and the parents can benefit from the program.  Lastly, a school can promote a school-community based program.  This type of program “provides a forum for collaboration between educators, social service agencies, parents, and the wider community.” ("The Role of Educators in Preventing and Responding to Child Abuse and Neglect")  When a school offers these kinds of programs, you must also offer the proper training and staff development before the program can begin.  However, the benefits will be tremendous if you can find a way to help those students with abusive home-lives. ("The Role of Educators in Preventing and Responding to Child Abuse and Neglect")


In conclusion, there are many ways to indicate if a student is being abused at home.  You can notice those specific signs of physical, sexual, and emotional abuse along with neglect.  In addition, there are many ways that you can encourage them in your classroom.  You can try and boost their self-esteem while also being the proper role model for them.  Lastly, your school can implement various programs to help prevent abuse at home.  The programs can be specifically for just the students or the programs can be for the students and their parents.  Abuse at home is definitely an equity issue in the classroom, but if the right precautions are taken, then the number of students who have to deal with it will most certainly decrease.  

Works Cited

 Equity Definition. (2013, May 15). Retrieved November 29, 2015, from http://edglossary.org/equity/ 

 Helping the abused student in the classroom. (2015, May 20). Retrieved November 29, 2015, from http://www.secasa.com.au/pages/helping-the-abused-student-in-the-classroom/ 

 Principles of Working with Traumatized Children. (n.d.). Retrieved November 29, 2015, from http://teacher.scholastic.com/professional/bruceperry/working_children.htm 

 The Role of Educators in Preventing and Responding to Child Abuse and Neglect. (2003). Retrieved November 29, 2015, from https://www.childwelfare.gov/pubs/usermanuals/educator/ 

 The School's Role in the Intervention of Child Abuse and Neglect. (n.d.). Retrieved November 29, 2015, from http://www.ok.gov/health2/documents/School Reporting Manual 07.pdf 

